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In Ecuador's runoff election Nov. 24, former Col. Lucio Gutierrez decisively defeated
multimillionaire Alvaro Noboa. Gutierrez's victory is the latest in a string of Latin American
elections in which voters rejected often-corrupt traditional political parties seen as proponents of
neoliberal policies pushed by Washington and the International Monetary Fund (IMF). But winning
may prove to be the easy part for Gutierrez as he confronts the nation's serious political, economic,
and social problems.
On Dec. 3, Tribunal Supremo Electoral (TSE) president Carlos Aguinaga said final results gave
Gutierrez, of the Partido Sociedad Patriotica 21 de enero, 54.8% of the vote to 45.2% for Noboa, of the
Partido Renovador Institucional Accion Nacional (PRIAN). Abstention was about 28.8%. Gutierrez
won in 18 of the 22 provinces, while Noboa won in the coastal provinces of Esmeraldas, Guayas, Los
Rios, and Manabi.
Gutierrez will begin his four-year term on Jan. 15. Gutierrez survived a strong last-minute surge by
Noboa, whose political ads depicted his opponent as a dangerous leftist. Noboa spent more than
US$1 million on media advertisements, US$800,000 more than legally permitted. Gutierrez also
overspent, but by US$56,000. Noboa, considered the richest man in Ecuador, has been accused of
employing children and mistreating workers on his banana plantations, and analysts said his plans
for governing were unclear.
"Noboa left more doubts than Gutierrez," said Simon Pachano, a political analyst at the Facultad
Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO) in Quito. "There was a lack of confidence with
Noboa." After his victory, Gutierrez repeated his commitment to those who elected him. "My
commitment, above all, is with the poor people, who are the ones who voted for me, who had
confidence in Lucio Gutierrez," he said. The name of Gutierrez's Sociedad Patriotica 21 de enero
refers to Jan. 21, 2000, when an indigenous uprising supported by the military forced former
President Jamil Mahuad to leave office.
Gutierrez was a leader of that movement and part of the ruling junta that resigned under US
pressure in favor of Gustavo Noboa, then vice president (see NotiSur, 2000-01-28). Gutierrez's
participation in Mahuad's ouster gained him the respect of many Ecuadorans, but it also brought the
reproach of others for breaking the constitutional order.
For many of Ecuador's 3.5 million indigenous, Gutierrez's election is the culmination of a movement
that began with the creation of the Confederacion de Nacionalidades Indigenas de Ecuador
(CONAIE) 15 years ago. The power of Ecuador's indigenous groups has been growing since 1990,
when they began to play an active political role. To a large extent, they have displaced the role
historically exercised by the unions.
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CONAIE president Leonidas Iza said that Gutierrez's victory brings a renewal of hope for the
excluded. "This is a historic day," said Iza. "We have been excluded for a long time, but this moment
creates a hope of change, not only for the indigenous but for all the dispossessed and abandoned
who have been deceived by various governments."
"The election results show that we are in tune with people who have tolerated for more than 20
years an alleged democracy that has only brought more poverty," said Elsa Ximena Bohorquez,
Gutierrez's wife and a new member of Congress. Gutierrez will face economic challenges Gutierrez
will face major social and economic problems.
One factor in Mahuad's downfall was his decision to dollarize the economy in an effort to
contain hyperinflation and the devaluation of the sucre. Shortly after he took office, President
Noboa implemented the dollarization plan, replacing the sucre with the greenback (see NotiSur,
2000-02-18). Ecuador's very high prices, now in dollars, give visitors the impression of being in a
third-world country with first-world prices.
Ecuador, with 12 million inhabitants, is now one of the most expensive countries in Latin America.
At the same time, 50% of the population earns the minimum wage of US$140 a month, nowhere
near the US$800 cost of the basic basket of consumer goods. The Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) says that 60% of the population is poor and nearly 28%
indigent.
"Ecuador is a small country...but it has in common with...most of Latin America the massive
problems of debt repayment, poverty, inequality, unemployment, and government corruption,"
wrote Duncan Campbell in The Guardian. "Like other Latin Americans, Ecuadorans were led to
believe that neoliberalism, the global marketplace, and the adoption of IMF policies would lead to
better days. But, like their counterparts, they have found that life for most over the past decade has
not improved and may even have worsened."
"The situation in Ecuador today is like that of Argentina in the mid-1990s, with a marked
transference of wealth from the sectors that have less to those that have more," said economist
Hernan Ramos in the Argentine daily Clarin. Ramos says some upper and upper-middle class
people benefitted from dollarization, and they are among those who have purchased the 60,000
automobiles, mostly SUVs, sold in the past year. But the chasm between those who can afford new
cars and the majority who use public transportation explains in part the support for Gutierrez, who
promised to bring the benefits of the market to the poor and marginalized.
Analysts say Gutierrez will have a small window of opportunity in which to begin fulfilling his
promise to direct resources to social programs and mitigate the consequences of a new package of
cuts. The cuts are inevitable, they say, when Ecuador tries to negotiate a new deal with the IMF.
The outgoing government has been trying to negotiate an IMF agreement for US$240 million since
January, without success. Talks were suspended during the election campaign.
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Gutierrez has said that an IMF agreement "is very positive for Ecuador," but he has also said that he
will not implement the adjustment policies that the IMF wants. He contends there are alternatives
for achieving the economic stability required by the IMF.
Supporters oppose FTAA Another mine field for Gutierrez is the Free Trade Area of the Americas
(FTAA), scheduled to go into effect in 2005. The social movements that supported Gutierrez are
openly against the FTAA (see NotiSur, 2002-11-08). Large agricultural producers also oppose
the trade agreement, while other business sectors favor delaying the implementation date and
demanding better terms. "Going into the FTAA as we are would be suicide," Gutierrez said during
his campaign. He proposed strengthening the Comunidad Andina de Naciones (CAN), seeking an
alliance with the Southern Cone Common Market (MERCOSUR), and establishing a bloc with Brazil
and Venezuela, which have opposed the FTAA, to level the playing field for negotiations with the
US.
Ecuador's grassroots and indigenous groups were key in electing Gutierrez, but he must also work
with the traditional political parties. Ecuador has 17 political parties, and Gutierrez's allies have
just 13 of the 100 seats in Congress. Former President Leon Febres Cordero (1984-1988) will be
a formidable foe for the new president. He heads the Partido Social Cristiano (PSC) and will be
Congress president. With 26 seats, the PSC will have the largest representation in Congress. The
Partido Roldosista Ecuatoriano (PRE) will have 15 seats, and the Izquierda Democratica (ID) will
have 14.
Febres Cordero has vowed to strongly oppose Gutierrez, and, if the PRE joins other parties in an
opposition bloc, the president could find implementing his legislative agenda nearly impossible.
Various analysts have suggested his only recourse might be a referendum to elect a new Congress.
"His challenge is tremendous," said political science professor Fernando Bustamante of Quito's
Universidad de San Francisco. "He needs to combine the social movements, the Indians, get support
from the business sector, and make agreements with the international financial community. He has
to do that when the people behind him do not actually have real power. It's not impossible, but it's
difficult."
Gutierrez's supporters also have demands the president may find hard to meet. In addition to
opposing the FTAA, they would like to see dollarization reversed, they oppose the US presence
at a military base at Manta, and they promise to resist IMF demands for cuts in spending. The
Movimiento Pluricultural Pachakutik (MPP) said on Nov. 25 it was willing to work with the
Gutierrez government to reinforce policies in favor of the people. But Gutierrez is clear that his
government must represent the interests of all Ecuadorans. He said Pachakutik's positions "are
very respectable, but it does not represent the majority of Ecuadorans and I have to govern for the
majority."

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

